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The regional commands devote consid-
erable effort to shaping their security
environments. U.S. Pacific Command 
reports that its most likely and time-

consuming missions fall short of war: civic ac-
tion, disaster relief, humanitarian, and peace op-
erations. Such noncombat efforts, though
challenging, pay off in many ways. A report by
the Center for International Development and
Conflict Management at the University of Mary-
land showed that armed conflicts within and
among states fell by nearly half since the early

1990s. This decline is attributed to conflict man-
agement practices and international support for
peace building.

Clearly, conflict prevention is a safer and
cheaper approach than setting up refugee camps
and rebuilding infrastructures. Eliminating the
causes of hostility is even more desirable in light
of asymmetrical threats and the consequences of
attacks on U.S. citizens and allies. As Deputy
Secretary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz has said, “it
is very important to have an active strategy . . .
the goal is to keep wars as small and as far away
as possible.”

Prediction and Prevention
Combatant commands seek a more effective

and efficient way of shaping. Increasingly they
face complicated geopolitical situations with fewer

New Instruments for
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assets than during the Cold War. There is no ac-
tionable framework to assess potential for crises or
identify means of preventing them. There may be
help on the way. A recent study by the Presiden-
tial Committee of Advisors on Science and Tech-
nology concluded that “scientific research can
clarify causes of deadly conflict.” This research
stems from the new social sciences, where tools
like agent-based programs can simulate nonlinear
societal activities beyond merely economic con-
siderations. Moreover, information technologies
are offering new life to forecasting instability. The
Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency at-
tempted to develop a model-based forecasting sys-
tem during the early 1970s. It failed because of a
primitive information and computer system. The
technologies of today may succeed.

There is growing interest in forecasting. A
workshop organized by U.S. Pacific Command
studied methodologies developed by the Center
for Army Analysis, Joint Warfighting and Analy-
sis Center, and National Ground Intelligence
Center—each showing promise for predicting in-

stability. Another enabler of
instability forecasting is the
availability of data. More
than ever before, national
and international organiza-
tions have collected data on
the causes of instability, par-
ticularly intrastate conflict.

This and other data that may be collected will fa-
cilitate detailed empirical examinations. These
could verify conflict theories and enable the de-
sign and testing of preventive strategies.

International attention to conflict preven-
tion is considerable and growing. To a large ex-
tent it is motivated by humanitarian concerns.
Most casualties in conflicts are not military but

civilian. At the start of the 20th century nonmili-
tary casualties accounted for some 50 percent of
war-related deaths but by the end of the century
had increased to 75 percent. Another motivation
is the desire for a stable international order. In-
trastate conflicts have interstate consequences, as
seen by the exodus of refugees from Somalia,
Haiti, Rwanda, and the former Yugoslavia. Even
local politics are affected by transnational issues
that swamp traditional governmental structures.
In addition, the international business commu-
nity, which once had little involvement in con-
flicts other than providing aid, today regards con-
flict prevention as a high priority for long-term
development and profitability.

Illuminating the Shadow of War
International organizations are not only col-

lecting data on the causes of instability but are
demonstrating the possibility of forecasting the
causes themselves. Two efforts are noteworthy.
Social and Economic Policies to Prevent Complex Hu-
manitarian Emergencies, cosponsored by the U.N.
World Institute for Development Economics Re-
search and Queen Elizabeth House at Oxford
University, captured data on complex humani-
tarian emergencies from 1980 to 1995. The sec-
ond, Economic Causes of Civil Conflict and Their
Implications for Policy, was compiled by re-
searchers at the World Bank and examined 73
civil wars between 1965 and 1999 and collected
details on 47. The studies provide insights into
the causes of instability and have reached either
similar or complementary conclusions. The U.N.
report “debunks . . . common beliefs in the recur-
rent literature in this area,” while Paul Collier
has observed that the results of the World Bank
research “are so counterintuitive . . . social scien-
tists should be distrustful of the loud public dis-
course on conflict.” Together, they question the
inevitability of conflict.

“A key theme of the research is that conflict
in the late 20th century cannot be explained as an
inevitable resurgence of tribal tensions,” reports
the United Nations. Rather, the likely causes are
multiple, with political and economic factors
playing the largest roles. In each case, the factors
interact in varying ways. Events can trigger un-
derlying tensions by exposing the inability of the
government to maintain order or by creating a
focal point for the mobilization of rebellious
forces. These studies demonstrate that much
more is known about the conditions that inspire
conflict than those that make it actionable.
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Both reports indicate that even though de-
clining economic conditions such as slow growth
and low income contribute to the likelihood of
conflict, they may not be the cause of it them-
selves. It may be precipitated by natural disasters
as well as government practices. In the 1980s,
droughts in Zimbabwe, followed by state closure
of shops and suspension of services, created con-
ditions for violence. External factors may con-
tribute to instability. Expatriates often fund con-
flicts in their native countries. External debt
combined with falling living standards during the
1980s increased potential for conflict in Yu-
goslavia. Collier also states that “Countries with a

substantial share of their [gross domestic product
(GDP)] coming from the export of primary com-
modities are radically more at risk.” He calculates
that a nation with a commodity export compris-
ing 26 percent of GDP has a 23 percent greater
risk of conflict than those with no commodity ex-
ports. Worsening trade terms can hurt a nation
with such dependency, as seen in oil-reliant Nige-
ria. Also, a commodity may be the primary goal of
corrupt officials and rebels, as were diamond areas
in Sierra Leone.

Economic stagnation is not always a suffi-
cient cause for internal conflict, however, as seen
in the lack of violence in Tanzania in the 1980s
and Cuba in the early 1990s. Social composition
may also contribute. According to Collier, risk
doubles for states with a dominant cultural
group that can gain control and cause discrimi-
nation against minorities. Ethnically diverse
states are safer largely because of the difficulty
for rebel groups to recruit a viable force in fac-
tional societies.

Inequities between groups can also be a con-
tributing factor, according to the U.N. report. The
problem stems from uneven access to economic
opportunities: land, education, or government
services. The greatest grievance is an unequal ac-
cess to political power. In Haiti, the Congo, and

U.N. relief arriving in
East Timor.
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elsewhere political power has enabled economic
power. Such inequities, particularly in a declining
economy, sharpen group identities and create a
factionalism that can be exploited.

History also matters. Some societies in which
groups have complaints lack the tradition of set-
tling political differences through violence. How-
ever, the U.N. report states that the history of vio-
lence greatly “heightens the likelihood of a

complex humanitarian
emergency.” One such
case is Haiti, which has
experienced 12 success-
ful coups since 1956.
But immediately after

hostilities, there is a 40 percent chance of another
conflict, Collier reports, which falls only 1 per-
cent with each year of peace, a significant factor
if the mission is peacekeeping.

“Conflicts are more likely to be generated by
resource wealth than resource poverty,” adds the
U.N. report. It is the “very wealth that the envi-
ronment offers and the potential for private and
group accumulation that drives conflict.” Thus
unrest does not seem to involve the “rage of the
poor,” as Collier puts it, but more often the “rage
of the rich.”

In a worsening economy, ruling elites may
make a greater effort to maintain their position,
as described in the report: “In order to maintain
incomes of the ruling elite as the economy de-
clines, corruption has to become more gross.”

Moreover, elites may take desperate actions
against threats to their political and economic
power. A study of 17 complex humanitarian
emergencies showed that governments usually
initiated violence, as occurred in Rwanda, Bu-
rundi, Uganda, and Haiti.

Leaders on all sides may seek to build sup-
port within the population—and herein often lies
a major misperception. “Historic animosities have
been exploited to enhance mobilization,” notes
the report by the United Nations. “A sense of
grievance is deliberately generated,” writes Col-
lier. Depending on the nation in question, leaders
may capitalize on grievances among ethnic, reli-
gious, or clan groups. Grievance is how many un-
derstand the cause of conflict. A downward spiral
will likely ensue. Internal conflict usually leads to
a crisis of state legitimacy. The U.N. report points
out, “There is also a key interaction between state
legitimacy and economic performance.” As the
economy declines, so do public revenues. This re-
duces the capacity to fund defense and makes
rebel predation easier. A bad economy also boosts
recruitment from the unemployed.

New Research Agenda
Although by no means complete, research

carried out to date accomplishes several things. It
goes a long way towards clarifying the causes of
conflict and countering popular misperceptions.
Moreover, it reveals the possibility of collabora-
tion across the international scientific commu-
nity, the closest thing to a global endeavor. This
could yield data on aggressive behavior, inter-
group relations, ethnocentrism, mutual accom-
modation, and conflict resolution. This research
might also indicate that improvements in theory,
identifying as well as relating the cause of con-
flict, may make it possible to develop a predic-
tive model to enable a more reliable assessment
of conflict.

No model completely explains the cause of
conflict or offers a solution for all eventualities.
However, any viable model would have signifi-
cance for the Armed Forces. As analysts from U.S.
Pacific Command indicate, “Finding an appropri-
ate yardstick to measure instability . . . could
greatly assist military planners and operators in
their work to prevent future conflict.”

Also, a predictive model could help combat-
ant commands working with the Department of
State and other agencies prepare for prevention.
Analytical modeling could enable them to decide
when forces are most needed, so assets could be
more effectively employed. It would also aid in
tailoring forces to the situation. If causes of con-
flict became known, forces could then train for
the necessary functions to prevent it. This model
could provide a venue for decisionmakers to work
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together and assist them in understanding the im-
pact of their actions on conflict prevention.

Moreover, a predictive model might provide
a more comprehensive approach to prevention
that takes advantage of national strengths other
than military force. The lessons from Afghanistan
to Rwanda are that piecemeal assistance does not
work. This model might help define the role of
forces and guide performance relative to other na-
tions and nongovernmental organizations.

If science can help, so can technology. It
might provide new shaping tools for prevention.
Once causes are better understood, information
technologies can find data to help detect changes
in a nation and provide early warning of impend-
ing threats. Modeling and simulation based on
sound research can explore ways of changing con-
ditions in countries susceptible to internal conflict.

The potential inherent in this approach can
be found in interactive and distributed learning
simulations such as synthetic environments for
national security estimates and crisis management
workshops developed by the Institute for Defense
Analyses. Participants must make decisions on al-
most every aspect of national development or re-
construction, including health, education, invest-
ments, and budget. Simulation can teach
economics without lectures and also illustrate the
effects of short-term opportunistic decisions and

the benefits of sustained development. Represen-
tatives of Georgia, Bosnia-Herzegovina, and Mon-
tenegro have used this method.

One way of contemplating the future is dis-
cerning the fundamental causes of current trends
to anticipate their impact. It is also the best way
to prevent conflict in an increasingly shrinking
and interconnected world. How that is done
greatly depends on scientific research. The causes
of war must be disclosed by hard data that only a
scientific inquiry can produce, not on mere per-
ceptions. That data has been collected and may
serve as the basis for a future international coop-
erative effort. Research can ensure a more effi-
cient use of shaping tools in conflict prevention.
It may also provide the Armed Forces with more
effective tools to shape the security environment,
contributing to a more focused and advanced
warning of instability. This would give combatant
commanders time as well as insights on where
and how to use forces. Such instruments could
lead to a more active approach to national secu-
rity and a more peaceful environment. JFQ
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